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The Department of Indian and Northern Affairs, National 
and Historic Parks Branch, Planning Division, conducted 
during the summer of 1971 a Wild Rivers Survey pilot project. 


The survey covered fifteen rivers in the Yukon Territory. 


In 1972, this survey was expanded to include rivers in 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Quebec, Saskatchewan, Alberta and 
the Mackenzie Mountain region and Barrenlands of the Seana 
Territories. Five crews of four men per crew canoed various 
rivers within these regions of Canada during the three month 
period of June, July and August. The length of the rivers 
studied varied from thirty-seven to four hundred and seventy- 


five miles totalling over three thousand miles. 


The following descriptive report is one of six reports by 

the crew that surveyed the rivers in the MacKenzie Mountains 
region in the Northwest Territories. The other rivers surveyed 
by the same crew were the South Redstone, Natla, Keele, 


Mountain and the Hare Indian. 
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CLIMATE: 
Weather in mountainous regions may be considered to be 
unpredictable and this holds true for the British 


Mountains in general. 


Water levels fluctuate with the Geatner® Prolonged periods 
of heavy rains will raise the river levels considerably in 

a short period of time. Generally, water levels become low 
towards the end of August with flood peaks occurring in early 


summer as a result of snow-melt and early summer rainfall. 


Temperatures during the latter half of August ranged from 
night time lows in the high twenties, to day time temperatures 


Shechesow fifties. 


Low clouds may cover the valley floors in the mountains and 
fog is common to the Arctic Coastal Plain and the first few 


Miles of the front ranges. 


FLORA AND FAUNA: 

The Firth river valley supports the most northerly extension 

of the tree line. Isolated patches of spruce growth extends 

to within approximately ten miles of the Arctic Ocean. Dwarf 
birch and willow are also common in the vicinity of the 


river's banks. 


Asa tule, spruce growth is found along’ the’ Firth) Tivervand a 
few adjoining valleys, among wide expanses of tundra. Further 
up the slopes of the surrounding British Mountains the tundra 


gives way to lichens and bare rock. 
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The arctic Coastal Plain is characterized by tundra, 


varying from very wet to dry. Vegetation is only inches 


high. 


Animals indigenous to the area are caribou, grizzly bear, 
wolf, moose, Dall sheep, fox and an assortment of small fur 


bearing animals. 


The Porcupine Herd caribou make use of the Arctic Coastal 
Plain and British Mountains region for summer range and 
calving grounds. Thousands of waterfowl use the Arctic 


Goastal Plaines in particular, for nesting and staging areas. 


Pipe VER < 
The most logical point to begin a trip down the Firth River 
is from Margaret Lake. The river may be approached from the 


lake by a ten minute hike across dry tundra. 


The twenty mile section of river above Margaret Lake to 

the International boundary is shallow, braided and characterized 
by extensive gravel bars and reaches of aufeis. In the vicinity 

of Margaret Lake the river takes on a single channel characteristic 


with depth enough to support a canoe. 


MARGARET LAKE TO JOE CREEK: 18 miles 

The river flows through a wide valley surrounded by gently 
Sloping, tundra covered ewan. The velocity varies from 
seven to ten miles per hour with a few small volumed rapids 
forming where the river encounters resistent rock strata or 
boulder bars. The water is clear, cold and no more than ten 


feet deep, with an average depth of five feet. 


Joe Creek enters from the west as a wide shallow river, 


partially incised in the terrain. 
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Throughout this section of the Firth, the gradient of the 


river is approximately eighteen feet per mile. 


JOE CREEK TO WOLF CREEK: 10 miles 
Immediately downstream of Joe Creek, the valley flats narrow 
considerably, as vertical erosion now replaces the lateral 


erosion of the upper reaches. 


Confronted by a range of mountains, the Firth has cut a narrow. 
Sinuous valley. Slopes alternating between tundra vegetation 
and barren rock, rise immediately from the river's banks to 


heights of one thousand feet. 


A perceptible increase in gradient, to approximately twenty- 
five feet per mile occurs. Large volume rapids formed by 

rock ledges and huge boulders characterize this reach of river. 
Occurring roughly every mile, these rapids should be approached 
with caution and scouted, although for the most part, they were 


found to be navigable. 


WOLF CREEK TO SHEEP CREEK: 4 miles 

As Wolf Creek is approached, the hillsides forming the right 
limit withdraw to a few miles in the distance. The left limit 
is formed by the barren rock hillsides alternating with gently 
dipping spruce covered slopes. Below Wolf Creek, the river 


becomes incised to approximately twenty feet. 


Immediately below Wolf Creek a rapid has formed that cannot 

be navigated by open canoe. A short portage along the right 
limit is necessary. From this point to within two miles of 

Sheep Creek all rapids are of large volume and should be 


approached, and scouted with care. 
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Approximately two miles above Sheep Creek a canyon has 

formed. The cliff walls rise gradually as the river becomes 
more deeply incised. The actual entrance of the canyon is 
marked by the largest of the rapids that would be encountered 
to this point. This set of rapids cannot be navigated in 

open canoe and would be very difficult, if not impossible, for 


a kyak. 


It was at this point that the survey crew abandoned the river. 
Aerial reconnaissance and ground observations were the means 


of surveying the remaining forty-odd miles of river. 


For most of the canyon's length, the water is swift and without 
rapids. However, large volume rapids have formed that cannot 
be navigated by open canoe. Where these rapids are located, 
Canyon walls are straight and deep (150 feet). Points to pull 


out above the rapid are as a rule, non-existent. 


SHEEP CREEK TO ARCTIC COASTAL PLAIN: 25 miles 

This stretch of river is characterized by the canyon 
topography. Flat level muskeg covered terrain borders the 
top of the canyon walls for miles back on either side of the 


river. 


Incised to a depth of one hundred and fifty feet, narrow 
and sinuous, the river works its way to the Arctic Coastal 


Plain. 


In running this section of river many portages may be necessary 
and situations will arise where a portage cannot take place. 
The choice of attempting to climb the vertical walls (all but 
impossible), or attempting to safely run the rapid, is all 

that would be available. Many of the rapids in the canyon are 
navigable. It is only five or six that cannot be run by an 
open canoe. Kyaks or large rubber rafts with experienced 


people aboard, may be able to handle the water. 
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THE AKCTIC COASTAL PLAIN: 10 miles 
As the river enters the Arctic Coastal Plain lateral erosion 
again becomes evident. The canyon walls decrease in height 


as the river becomes very wide and eventually the Firth river 


delta is entered. 


A wide flood plain is bordered by banks fifty feet high. The 
Channel is braided and interspersed by large gravel bars. Belen 
Okpioyuak Creek the channels become more numerous as the delta 
forms. From this point to the Beaufort Sea channel depth 


will vary from a few feet to inches. 


ADJOINING LANDS: 

In the upper reaches of the Firth river, above Joe Creek, the 
mountain slopes are at a distance of one to two miles from the 
river, topped by craggy peaks or pinnacles. Hiking the terrain 
between the river and the mountains is over hummocky (niggerheads) 


tundra. 


From Joe Creek to Wolf Creek the mountains engulf the river. 
From Wolf Creek to the Arctic Coastal Plain they border the left 


ium teiclosely.. 


Valleys entering the Firth river valley, vary from narrow 
gorges to U-shaped. Usually a small stream occupies their 
floors. These swift flowing creeks are boulder strewn, cold 
and very short, their source of water usually being runoff 


during mid-summer. 


The Arctic CoastalgPlaineis) int direct) contrast to therthree 

to four thousand foot British Mountains. The landscape is 
barren of trees with very gently undulating relief. Vegetative 
cover, only inches high, offers a view of many miles in any 
direction. Creeks and streams crossing the plain are incised. 


The terrain varies from dry tundra to string bog. Hummocks 
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Or niggerheads tend to be ever present. A gentle breeze 


if not a wind usually blows continuously. 


RECREATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES: 

The region due to its complete isolation provides an excellent 
wilderness environment. Excellent hiking and climbing 
Opportunities as well as fishing and wildlife photographic 


opportunities are present. 


Most large animals congregate along the Firth or adjoining 
valleys and so the traveller has not far to go, to view these 


Vartlous, animals in théir natural habitat. 


RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS: 

Only the totally experienced canoeist should attempt to run the 
Firth River. Although the survey crew did not complete the 
river, long and arduous portages would be involved if an open 
canoe were used. To abandon the river in the vicinity of 

Sheep Creek, would mean a hike of thirty-odd miles to reach 


erevarccic. Coastal Plain. 


he tne river is to be attempted by kyak or raft, a thorougn 
job of scouting the river should take place before the trip. 


This can only be done in the field. 


West of the Firth river is Komakuk Beach. Here at the mouth 
of Fish Creek is a Dew Line base. On Herschel Island, at 


the old settlement of Herschel, a trapper and his family live. 


Crossing the Beaufort Sea to reach Herschel Island means open 
sea paddling for at least half a mile. The water temperature 
is approximately 35°F. In the case of a craft overturning in 
the sea, a human body is given three to five minutes of 


surviving in the cold water. 
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Black flies and mosquitoes disappear towards the latter half 
of August. Prior to this insects are very numerous, 


expecially on the Arctic Coastal Plain. 


Inclement weather, again most prominent on the Arctic 
Coastal Plain, may not allow an aircraft to land. Heavy 
fogs rolling in off the sea may last days at a time. This 
should be taken into consideration when planning a trip in 


this area. 


Do to the isolation of the region and the dangerous water 
conditions of the river, a small radio, if at all possible, 
should be carried and all safety precautions dealing with 


wilderness travel should be followed. 
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aw APPENDIX 
TOPOGRAPHICAL MAP COVERAGE: 1:250,000 MAP SERIES, Nor ose 
NAME SHEET NUMBER 
Davidson Mountains Le B 
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